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I am an artist who makes drawings, paintings, photographs, sculptures, 2d/3d digital 
works, interactive installations, and site/time specific pieces. My practice reflects on my 
experiences as a first-generation American, and the role that race, class and economics 
play in communities of color. The work uses references to music, films, and American 
popular culture to explore memory on both personal and collective level. 
Growing up my family and I made do by making what we needed. My matriarchal 
grandmother and I would collect discarded objects from the streets to make toys. To this 
day, I continue this practice of foraging for materials for my work. This is visible in 
works like “Delicias Colombianas," (Fig. 1) a sculpture transforming found materials 
salvaged from the remains of a Colombian coffee shop of the same name from my 
neighbor of Jackson Heights. It was demolished to make way for a Banana Republic. I 
repurpose disused domestic materials to suggest personal and social histories, evoking a 
bygone human presence that is only discernible through scant, abstract traces. Materials 
I’ve used include cigar boxes, beer cartons, lighters, bed sheets, hairnets and other urban 
debris. I explore my environment, socioeconomic realities, and the omnipresent residue 
that remains of our daily experiences. 
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Fig. 1. Bustamante, Alexander, Delicias Colombianas, 2018, 45” x 25”, 
Found vinyl wall tile
Works like “Ayllu Apu Mask,” (see Figure 2) pull together threads of my father’s 
Peruvian heritage and the power of everyday objects. The piece is a direct response to the 
increasing gentrification of my neighborhood. It is made from reclaimed materials on the 
site of a new construction site near my apartment, and from a small plastic Indian toy 
figurine found by a nearby elementary school. The artifacts are altered or detached from 
their natural function and/or contexts to create different readings. The word Apu means 
"Lord" in Quechua in the mythology of Peru, the Ayllu Apu are protectors of a village. 
The toy Indian warrior figurine watches guard atop the mask-like sculpture as the 
protector of the neighborhood. 
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Fig. 2. Bustamante, Alexander, Ayllu Apu Mask,	2016,	18"	14"	x	11”,	Plas0c	Indian	toy	figures,	
Found	plas0cs
My mother is from Columbia and growing up my family spoke Spanish in the house. I 
learned English at primary school and by watching TV and cartoons like the classic 
Warner Brothers series’ “Merrie Melodies” and “Looney Tunes” featuring the work of 
such artists as Tex Avery, Bob Clampett, Friz Freleng and Chuck Jones. These early 
influences instilled a mindfulness for different modes of communication and a criticality 
of mass media. This is evident through my practice in paintings such as "Tin," (see Figure 
3) which is a critique of these very same cartoons and the propagation of racial 
stereotypes that are embedded in American media. The large painting features a bartender 
character shaking a drink over his head repeated three times with both side figures 
breaking the edges of the paper. There are a few bold action gestures of yellow latex 
painted over the paper creating rhythm and movement. The painting refers to “Tin Pan 
Alley Cats,” a 1943 animated short, directed by Bob Clampett for “Merrie Melodies.” In 
1968, it was withheld from television distribution along with ten other shorts, collectively 
known as the Censored Eleven. The cartoon focused heavily on stereotypical gags, 
character designs, of African-American culture, jazz music, and it features a caricature of 
jazz musician Fats Waller as an anthropomorphic cat. 
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Fig.	3.	Bustamante,	Alexander,	Tin,	2019,	72”	x	85”,	Charcoal,	Latex	Paint
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
Other work critiques media’s questionable portrayal of black and brown people in the 
news. In particular the way it depicts victims of police shootings. The day after Chicago 
police Officer Jason Van Dyke was charged with first-degree murder for the 2014 killing 
of Laquan McDonald, CNN said on Twitter that the victim had led a “turbulent life” and 
noted that the teen had been “abused.” Art has the power to bring about healing by 
communicating personal emotions of suffering, loss, and grief and transforming them 
into something of beauty that represents a universal human condition. In contrast to the 
use of portraiture as a genre for the nobility and the rich patron, in my ongoing series of 
portrait paintings, “The shooting of…”, (see Figure 4) I try to raise everyday people, 
family, friends and the slain to the status of epic heroes. The portraits are stark, factual 
and candid. The paintings are on newsprint: a low-cost, non-archival paper most 
commonly used to print newspapers and other publications. The painting marks are 





The underlying theme of absence runs through my practice. This can be seen in paintings 
like, “In Lovingly Memory,” (see Figure 5) a portrait of a friend’s funeral program. The 
painting has a charcoal drawn ornamental border and hand writing text stating “In Loving 
Memory Of.” The actual portrait is more of a silhouette, the black paint’s application is 
super thick and textural leaving the face non-recognizable. Mourning isn't an event, it is a 
state of mind, always there, shifting forward, retreating, always growing. The grief is 
secular and spiritual emotion in sculptures like “Do-rag Dynasty,” (see Figure 6) of a 
bronzed do-rag that appears to float as if atop an invisible head. A du-rag is a thin 
disposable fabric cap typically worn to accelerate the development of waves, braids or 




were originally worn by poor African American women laborers and slaves in the 19th 
century. After the Black Power Movement in the late 1960s, the du-rag became a fashion 
statement among African Americans, worn by rappers, athletes and men of all ages. 
Today the du-rag is worn by all genders and races as a fashion statement or to maintain 
hairstyles.  
The primary school I attended was a Catholic School, which had a church with many 
large paintings, stained glass and sculptures. This impressed on me the power of 
narrative, Icons, and symbolism that I incorporate in my work today. For example, in 
“Buy Muy Drugs,” (see Figure 7) a collaboration with rapper Denmark Vessey and 
producer Azarias, I created drawings, paintings and symbolic imagery for the album 
cover, single art and video projects. These works draws upon a fascination with science 
fiction to envision a dystopian world in which desperation, and agony prevails as the new 
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Fig.	6.	Bustamante,	Alexander,	Do-rag	Dynasty,	2017,	70"	x	6"	x	8″,	Bronze
normal but there is a fantastical physical transformation possible that might express the 
unraveling of social injustices. 
My high school was so notoriously bad that it was used as a model for the movie Lean on 
Me starring Morgan Freeman. Because of this, my parents moved us down to Miami. I 
spent most of my time reading books and comic books such as Watchmen, Swamp Thing, 
and Batman: The Killing Joke. Other comic book artists such as Frank Miller, Chris 
Claremont, and Jean Henri Gaston Giraud (Moebius) showed me that comics were a 
complex form of communication. It wasn’t till my senior year of high school that I was 
introduced to museum artists such as Matisse and Roy Lichtenstein, who made an 
immediate impact on me, as well as Picasso, Duchamp, and the writings of Arthur C. 
Danto, which allowed me to start forging my own vision. The area where I lived didn’t 
have any museums to experience art in person. The only art one could see was the 
rampant graffiti I would encounter while skateboarding, so naturally graffiti/
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Fig.	7.	Bustamante,	Alexander,	Buy	muy	drug,	2018,	Digital	media
skateboarding/punk/hip-hop culture became an important source. The piece “I Ain’t Run 
From Nothing but the Police,” (see Figure 8) is a large abstracted drawing on paper. The 
energy and frantic marks details an incident involving a police chase on a night out of 
‘doing graffiti' with friends during my High School years. From early influences of Tex 
Avery, and my grandmother to Moebius, Wu-tang, Black Flag, Lichtenstein, and 
Duchamp these influences still impact my path to discovering myself as an artist and are 
reflected in the diverse styles I use in my work. 
Music is and has been a big influence in life and work. I have made music in my past and 
still collaborate and dialogue with the medium in different ways. In particular, I engage 
with Hip-hop, which is influential across society in fashion, language, politics and art. 




aesthetic and sentiments of hip-hop, and the sociopolitical issues plaguing the black and 
Latino communities, to the collaborative projects of Jay Z and Marina Abramovic, its 
social and cultural significance cannot be underestimated. Through various experimental 
approaches and mediums, my work attempts to bring forth the raw, energetic, powerfully 
ecstatic, improvisatory, conceptual, political, mournful, and at times controversial aspects 
inherent in Hip-hop. 
After graduating I eventually attended a small art school in Miami, New World School of 
the Arts. Here I started my training in studio arts, art history and art philosophy. During 
this time, I had a large studio and exhibition space, which gave me the chance to 
intensely work and have monthly openings to test the work and explore audience and 
community engagement. Which can be seen in the interactive installation, “Let’s play 
cops and robbers,” which invited one viewer at a time, armed with a flash light, to enter a 
large pitch black room that was that was filled with drawings, paintings on the walls and 
on the floor, sculptures, large prints autopsy report, arrest reports, and photos. In the spirit 
of artists David Hammons, and Mike Kelley, I seek to highlight the importance of 
personal memory and explore how lived experience intersects with broader examinations 
of power and race in America. 
Life in Miami was difficult after my gallery partner and a few close art friends passed 
away. I decided it time to move. In December of 2001, a couple of months after 9/11, I 
moved to New York. I needed something new and to be near people that understood 
mourning. I went back to tattooing and photography for work and made art on my own 
for a few years before I re-enrolled in academics.  
Being back in school gave me access to materials, space and new equipment like laser/
plasma cutters, 3D printers, large CNC machines, neon studios and a metal foundry. With 
these new technologies, I was able to explore new ideas in new ways. Whether I choose 
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to paint delicate portraits on newsprint paper instead of oil on canvas, or turn a disposable 
silk-like fabric into bronze, the medium is the massage. But the assemblage is more than 
a medium—it can be exactly what it is, it can be real, it is a philosophy, it defines a 
discipline of everyday living. We all assemble notions, ideals, morals, experiences, and 
put all these things together as we seek a mode of expression and a way to live. 
In Western European Art History, the representation of 'others' or black/brown figures has 
been either entirely removed or downgraded to the margins. In current times these 
negative portrayals, constantly reinforced in print media, on television, the internet, 
fiction shows, print advertising and video games, shape public views of and attitudes 
toward people of color. Work like “Who Shot Ya,” explores these ideas and exams 
notions of public and private lives, appropriation and what constitutes a valuable 
commodity. The work is a large digital print of Christopher George Latore Wallace’s 
autopsy report. The artist better known by his stage names, The Notorious B.I.G., Biggie 
Smalls, or simply Biggie, had the report leaked by "TMZ" before his family was notified. 
The representation of a generic body is that of a white male body which stands in contrast 
to Wallace’s true body and size of 6-foot, 1-inch tall and weighing 395 pounds. The 
image is printed life size confronting the viewer. There is also a large blatant TMZ logo 
overlaid over the image and body claiming ownership which lays bare the truth of the 
commercialization of the black and brown body, even in death. By presenting rather than 
representing, exposing rather than obscuring, I try to destabilize many of the illusions our 
society perpetrates on the masses, in particular those pertaining to brown and black 
communities. 
At times I use humor and absurdity with repurposed materials and themes to develop a 
heightened awareness in people for harsh realities of being a person of color in the United 
States. Sculptures like “East vs West,” parodies popular culture and exaggerates aspects 
of contemporary society to address the many different social, cultural, economic and 
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political issues that plague black and brown communities today. Despite the thoughts of 
conflicts in the Middle East, “East vs West”, referees to the East Coast–West Coast hip 
hop rivalry feud from 1991 to 1997. The piece is an anthropomorphized caricature of The 
Notorious B.I.G. and 2-Pac as Winnie the Pooh and Tigger. The piece was created with 
found kids toys, a gold chain and 3D printed hands and iconic Timberland boots. The 
work offers a critique of society and urban black and brown youths’ obsession with 
achieving financial success through stardom. 
My practice explores how life extends beyond its own subjective limits and often tells a 
story about the effects of global culture. With a strong social awareness, my work aims to 
create social and political dialogue with individuals, communities, and institutions. 
“Bronx Love” was a site-specific participatory installation consisting of wrapped presents 
mounted to a wall and scattered on the floor below. Each is gift was wrapped with custom 
wrapping paper that was patterned with images of native Bronx celebrities like Tracy 
Morgan and Big Pun. Inside the gifts were items collected from the local neighborhood 
and some handmade items and small drawings. The community was encouraged to walk 
up and take a gift off the gallery wall. As the community engaged with the work, they 
shared stories of the cultural and communal history. 
My process pulls together my past experiences and explores the intersections between 
life, race, class, economics and popular culture. Moving forward I plan to continue a 
practice in which culture and artistic expression are in tune with a community awareness. 
I plan on exploring more public art and socially engaged work in direct dialogue with 
communities where the work is shown, to reinforce the relationship between its content 
and the public. Accessibility is the first step—community art can be a way of giving a 
voice to society’s disenfranchised. As a marginalized group, we don’t have the luxury to 
just create art for art’s sake. There are too many challenges being faced by people who 
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look like me and the work I create has to be actively speaking to these biases, 
empowering minority groups, and creating opportunities for wider spectrums of visibility 
in a bid to challenge one-dimensional stereotypes, lazy, one-sided narratives, racism, 
xenophobia, and all forms of bigotry, which has become more rife in our society today. I 
hope to speak to these issues through my work, especially shattering stereotypes and 
misperceptions of minority groups. 
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